unaware of their condition. Without treatment, PTSD symptoms can lead to devastating life changes. Veterans dealing with the disorder often face family and relationship issues, unemployment, homelessness, and social isolation. Some of the most common symptoms of PTSD are substance abuse, depression, feelings of hopelessness, suicidal thoughts and feelings, lack of interest in socializing, increased emotional reactions, anxiety, and recurrent flashbacks of the traumatic event. These symptoms can vary for each individual and may come and go over the course of many years. Counseling provides veterans and their families with the support necessary to help restore mental and physical health, especially when they try to adjust to life after war.
My experience with PTSD began as I tried to avoid specific issues in my daily life. I kept myself busy. Adjusting to a new home, finding a job, and getting resettled into civilian life provided me with an escape from grappling with the memories of military life in Iraq. I did not confront those traumatic memories until I formed ARVets, a nonprofit organization in Arkansas that provides support services to veterans.
At ARVets, our goal is to erase the stigma associated with PTSD so that veterans can restore their mental and physical health and get back on their feet. We want to not only bring greater awareness to the issue of PTSD but also to provide PTSD therapy for Arkansas veterans. Through group therapy sessions, we seek to help veterans feel like their concerns are validated and realize that other service members deal with the same issues. Overall, the mission of ARVets is to enhance the quality of life for veterans and their families by improving access to resources and strengthening support systems through all phases of the military life cycle. ARVets has quickly become the most comprehensive nonprofit veterans' organization in Arkansas, providing clients with a 1-stop shop for any problem they may be facing.
According to Stop Soldier Suicide-a national, civilian, not-for-profit organization dedicated to preventing activeduty and veteran suicide-22 American veterans commit suicide every day because of combat-related psychological trauma [3] . This is nearly double the rate of civilian suicides.
I knew I needed additional support coping with the mental and physical wounds of war. After my service in Iraq, I could not watch military movies set in combat zones because they were too realistic for me. An air horn sends my mind back to preparation mode when my battalion was being attacked in Taji, Iraq. Abrupt loud noises shock my nerves.
Through cognitive behavioral therapy, I learned how to train my mind and thoughts. While there are good days and then some challenging days, PTSD does not control me. Veterans with PTSD can be successful; they can care for themselves; and they do not necessarily conform to the stereotype of being crazy or violent.
When veterans return home from war, they are different, but those differences do not have to be negative. A service member's homecoming often reveals that she or he has forever been changed by the experience of being deployed to a war zone. Families and friends need to recognize the change and get to know their veteran again. Veterans need to be loved and encouraged, but we also need our space sometimes. Support from loved ones and health professionals provides veterans with a sense of security and serenity during life's turbulent times.
Nicole Hart chief executive officer, ARVets, North Little Rock, Arkansas. N.H. was deployed to Iraq in 2004 with the 39th Infantry Brigade. She was a member of Headquarters Company Support Battalion for the Arkansas National Guard.
